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To my mother, Nicki






We are then charmed with the beauty of that accommodation, which reigns in the palaces and economy of the great; and admire how everything is adapted to promote their ease, to prevent their wants, to gratify their wishes, and to amuse and entertain their most frivolous desires. If we consider the real satisfaction which all these things are capable of affording, by itself and separated from the beauty of that arrangement which is fitted to promote it, it will always appear in the highest degree contemptible and trifling. But we rarely view it in this abstract and philosophical light. We naturally confound it in our imagination with the order, the regular and harmonious movement of the system, the machine or economy by means of which it is produced.

ADAM SMITH

Art does not need us, and it never did.

KAZIMIR MALEVICH
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1

OCTOBER LIGHT. Afternoon light. He strides back to work along Mayfair streets with his sandwich in its little triangular piece of packaging.

Summer, when it came, came late, but now the good weather is hanging on into these shortened autumnal days. He walks through Berkeley Square, across the small park in the middle of it. The plane trees rustle with a breeze unfelt at street level, shedding substantial leaves, which descend slowly enough to surprise the eye, as though through liquid. Businessmen out, eating lunches, their ties removed, collars loosened. A woman with her back against the trunk of a tree in her skirt suit, her shoes off, her feet placed together on the dry dirt beneath the spreading roots. A couple cross-legged on the grass, each on a plastic bag rent open to its maximum extent.

It is a wishful performance, Martin thinks, as if Londoners hope that the embrace of these fine days can somehow prolong them, as if the inhabitants of the city think that they can dream it southward.

At the exit of the square, a bustle of pigeons peck at crumbs beneath a bench, brazen, flapping off only as he is almost upon them, and then taking back the space with their Mick Jagger struts as soon as he has passed. He pauses at the road as a taxi accelerates to beat the lights. He crosses, heads for the auction house.

The afternoon trade is picking up in the boutiques and the art shops. He sees the assistants at work. Greeting, straining to not strain. Working to facilitate, to go unnoticed until needed. See-through men and women like him. Chameleons or shades. Some classical category of the damned or forgotten.



ONE CAN feel the imminence of the contemporary sale as soon as one is through the doors. Thronging of people taking their last looks at the lots—a few prospective buyers, and then the enthusiasts, the art students, the odd tourist wandered in. The clatter of the end of lunch service in the restaurant. The clip at which the other staff go about their tasks. The phones ringing. The clanking of the freight elevator, audible from the reception area, as tables, chairs, and pieces of camera equipment are moved for tonight’s event.

Martin climbs the crème-carpeted stairs toward the upper galleries. The first time he came to the auction house he was surprised by the homeliness of the décor—not the sterile white finish of the contemporary gallery, but something closer to a decent regional hotel. Part of the house’s ethos is expressed in this choice, Martin supposes: the assertion of its existence before the modern gallery, prior to the reverential emptiness of the contemporary space.

He passes through another door toward the offices, climbs a set of steep stairs. An anxiety has been rising through him all week, as is normal when sales approach. He sits at his desk and eats his sandwich—a damp prawn mayonnaise that clags around his gums. It is the last he will eat until after the auction is done.

He will be bidding on behalf of one of the house’s clients, and he broods on this as the afternoon stretches on. One must simply raise one’s paddle and speak clearly, and yet in such simplicity lie old anxieties: the voiceless cries of bad dreams, the wince of answering a roll call at a new school.



AT FIVE, a text from James, his housemate and childhood friend. Have you done your team yet? Martin has forgotten about fantasy football, about the midweek round of Premier League fixtures. Despite all the bustle around him, he logs onto the website for a moment, makes a couple of substitutions. James will have spent hours this morning poring over his selections, and Martin feels he must make some effort of his own.

At six, he changes in the men’s toilets with a couple of other junior specialists. The smell of hair gel and cologne. The plumbing whispering and choking. A collective giddiness as the sale approaches. He puts on a fresh shirt. He likes to dress well, a charge given to this pleasure, he feels, by the way that in the household he grew up in such care over one’s appearance was considered unnecessary, vaguely suspicious.

Martin’s parents are hippies. The home in which he was raised, in which his parents still live, is part of a Jacobean manor divided up in the seventies. Semicommunal living, they call it. “We still have normal day jobs,” Martin’s mother would say to parents of Martin’s friends, as if such a thing should even need underlining. “We still have our own units.” It’s a slightly bashful utopianism: communal garden work, meals together at the weekends, still the smell of lentils about the place, the odd beard or pair of clogs, children running free through the hall and outbuildings, half-clothed on summer days. Residents tend to leave when their kids grow up, but Martin’s mother and father have stayed, the longest-serving tenants, sources of lore, guardians of tradition.

It was a good childhood. Only occasionally embarrassing. They were ahead of the world in their environmentalism (far enough, Martin sometimes thinks, for him to have seen the ineffectiveness of it all). To not reuse a plastic bag was a cardinal sin in his childhood home. After Martin’s dad broke his wrist falling from the roof of a toolshed, Martin took his sandwiches out of his rucksack at school one day and found them wrapped in a polythene bag that read PATIENT’S BELONGINGS.

Perhaps it is reaction against this background that inclined Martin toward the auction house, with its ostentatious neatness, with the daily need to talk calmly of millions of pounds as a butcher talks of kilos of mince.

He takes some time at the mirror applying wax to his hair. Henry, another junior specialist, hums a phrase from Vivaldi’s Four Seasons from one of the toilet stalls.



WHEN THE public start to arrive, Martin is up in the offices: fielding calls from clients, fetching documents on behalf of his boss, Julian, who will be conducting the sale tonight.

When he descends toward the reception area, it’s busy. Chatter rises up the stairwell, surging and then ebbing as voices compete to be heard. He pauses on the stairs and watches the crowd in the entranceway: clusters of people, growing and collapsing according to the competing gravities of the powerful and renowned. Client relations staff move between the punters, handing out bidding paddles and catalogues, greeting potential buyers, making their practiced small talk. He is not unable to see the scene as his mother might, to be nauseated by the sheer good taste of the attire, the frivolous timbre of the chatter, the whiteness of the teeth of a man who throws back his head and laughs.

Still, it’s too easy to condemn the art market with reference to its worst participants. There is the work, and then there are the people with the money necessary to buy that work, and the house has no choice in the latter. That is the realm of politics and business and financial markets. Martin is able to induce a sense of vertigo in himself by considering the manner in which money finds its way into the room. Determined by what? By stocks or oil or decisions of the Chinese treasury?

He goes down into the hubbub smiling benignly. Henry, at the foot of the stairs, speaks with a collector, snaking his arm through the air, probably talking about some powder encountered in Courchevel last winter.

Martin moves into the crowd. The smell of dry-cleaned clothes. A woman ahead steps back from a splash of wine, spilled from the glass of the person addressing her. “She sold the beach house,” a man says, “and the cash is going into the collection.”

“Sashimi,” says a woman in another group. “Sashimi is a different matter.”



JULIAN IS in conversation with a dealer friend of his, Peter Beaufort. If Julian is in any way nervous about handling the sale, it doesn’t show in his body language. He has a thumb hooked in his waistcoat pocket. He inclines his head to listen to Beaufort, the smaller man, speak. As Martin approaches, Julian laughs at something the dealer has said, ruffles his hand through his own disordered white hair.

Martin hands his boss a couple of pages. The smell of Beaufort’s aftershave is thickly floral, fecund. The dealer looks at Martin without seeming to see him. Julian nods, winks, turns his attention seamlessly back to Beaufort. In seeing this gesture, a familiar wish returns to Martin: that he could carry himself as easily in this world as his colleagues do. And yet, he should be mindful that the appearance of ease does not preclude effort—a thought that should be native to a specialist in contemporary art.

Martin is liked well enough in this world, but this is a liking he has no control over. His raw earnestness earns him some credit, yet he is not nimble in his flattery. He leaves too much of himself exposed.



HE MOVES again, past caterers, past a woman weighing a bidding paddle in her hand like a tennis racket. He seeks clients he knows, faces open to greeting, to blandishments and reassurance. People are pressed so close he can smell their dinners on their breath, make out the marks of combs across scalps, the layering of foundation on cheeks. Martin keeps a green Moleskine upstairs on his desk with details of those he has dealt with—their interests, their purchases, their jobs and children. This work is not unlike matchmaking, finding a piece for a client, a client for a piece. A caterer moves past carrying glasses above her head.

He stops to talk with Alex Philpot, an executive at a pharmaceutical company (which Martin’s mother once picketed). He is tall, blond. He looks German, even though he is not. Martin enjoys talking with Philpot, who is acute in what he likes, mannerly and considerate: no doubt once a boy considered a credit to his school and family. Tonight, Philpot wants to talk about the Ed Ruscha in the catalogue. “He’s mastered the vernacular of the commercial culture,” he says to Martin.

“Certainly.”

“He is playing with the question of whether we may be charmed by this vernacular. The issue is not is it compelling, but is it permissible. There is a meta question of judgment in the pieces that is open, I think. Which is actually, to my mind, generous.”

Behind Philpot’s shoulder Martin catches sight of a client, Mrs. Dempsey, making her slow way through the crowd. With reluctance, Martin excuses himself.

Mrs. Dempsey walks with a stick. She is wearing a neck brace and, under that, pearls. “How wonderful that you are here tonight,” says Martin.

She looks up sharply, studies him. He wonders whether there is a genuine recognition there. “You can’t just give up at my age,” she says. “You can’t just lie down and wait to die.”

“Yes.” He tries to think of something agreeable to say. Or not agreeable, exactly, because Mrs. Dempsey is not the kind of woman who tolerates agreeableness.

She grips her stick with knobbly hands. “Hot in here,” she says.

“It’s a busy night,” says Martin. “It’s all the body heat of this crowd.”

Mrs. Dempsey frowns. “I’d have thought you’d have accounted for that and not run the heaters earlier in the day.”

“Yes,” says Martin. “I suppose we should have.”

Martin wonders what else to say. He looks at the people around, sees a profile that he knows, waits for the resemblance to break, for a turn of mouth or eye to betray the fact that he is watching a stranger. Yet it is Marina, a friend from university, the ex-girlfriend of Martin’s housemate James. She’s married to a rich Russian, a collector, and Martin has expected her at auctions before, has seen this expectation disappointed enough that now her presence here is a surprise.

She sees him and grins. He feels a slight jolt at this confirmation. He smiles back, or he is smiling already (because a slightly idiotic beam is his default expression on nights like these), and then she is moving toward Martin, making space with an arm held out ahead of her.

He says, “So nice to see you,” to Mrs. Dempsey, in a way that he hopes conveys his need to move on.

“If you say so,” says Mrs. Dempsey.

He steps toward Marina’s approach, away from the old lady. Not the best practice, of course, to leave her so abruptly. Marina slips past a group of dealers. They haven’t had direct contact since university. Martin read about her marriage to Oleg Gorelov in the papers. The house invites the man to each auction they hold, but since Martin has been working here Gorelov has never come.

Martin is struck newly by Marina’s tallness. She has a long forehead, a slightly snub nose. Hers is an odd kind of prettiness, he has thought before, that seems on the edge of something else. She hasn’t changed, he thinks, and finds himself wondering with concern whether she will think the same of him. The last time he saw her he was still an immature student: a boy, really, with a helix ear piercing and a Penguin introduction to Nietzsche. There is an ironic sort of smile on her lips, but she was always like that. She was tolerant, he thinks, was more kind and patient than she ever needed to be. She embraces him when she arrives, says, “How long?”

They do the calculations together, settle on sometime in summer nine years before. She studies him, and he is glad to sense that she is noting differences from the boy she previously knew.

“Very smart,” she says. She nods up and down to indicate his attire.

“Yes,” he says “Thank you. You too.”

She ignores the compliment. He is too slow with her still. Flat-footed. “You work here?” she says.

He nods.

“You’re going to ask about me?”

He smiles. “I know a bit about you.”

“Oh yes? My husband?”

“My bosses are interested in your husband.”

“Right,” she says. “I’m sure they are. And you too, I suppose?”

“You’re here with him?”

“I am.”

“He’s going to bid tonight?”

“Who knows?”

He recalls Marina in those university days in his and James’s old flat. Her sitting with her legs tucked under her in an old rattan chair they’d dragged off the street. Her levering open a window that had been painted shut by the landlord and hunching to blow cigarette smoke through the crack she had worked. She was studying music and literature. She explained poststructuralism to him, alternately exasperated with him and with the theorists she spoke of. She was always confident, embodied, vaguely regal in the certainty of her choices. He was a nervous boy, rushing about, trying to please. She was good at cutting through his chatter, his frantic affect. She’d already done a lot of the things other students were trying for the first time, and so she was interested in actually studying. She would listen to him talk and offer back a spare response that undid him. He read books like a teen, with a hunger for fine phrases and nubs of wisdom. She read properly, widely, and with care. He wants to crack the seal on these old memories, but this is not the place, he thinks. It was a long time ago. There is something in the way she is watching him that makes him think she is glad to see him, though it seems unlikely.

On the back of this pleasure, he feels a slight dread, however. James has never gotten over her, and as they talk Martin already feels the onus of having to relay what is said to James, to describe Marina, who looks so well, who puts out a hand and clasps Martin’s forearm to interrupt him and repeat a thought: “Nearly a decade,” she says. “Christ!”

He wants to concur with the appropriate enthusiasm, yet he doesn’t quite know what to say, can’t shake the thought of James. Involuntarily, he looks toward the doors of the sale room, and Marina sees this, says, “Of course you have work to do.”

He assents to this with the requisite amount of apology, a click back into the automatic manners of the night. She suggests they should meet sometime, and he agrees, though he knows the suggestion is made only to be polite. She turns in the direction by which she arrived, a professional care intruding on Martin’s awareness now: the desire to see the group she moves back to and to locate Gorelov. She presses back through the crowd, and Martin cranes his neck to see her approach a heavyset man with a sun-spotted head, who turns to take in her approach and turns back to Julian to whom he has been talking. Beaufort is there too. It is, of course, a major opportunity to have Gorelov here. He used to buy a lot from auction houses and private dealers, apparently, but hasn’t been active in the art market recently. Julian speaks, fluttering his hands, and the man listens, strikingly still and offering a curt nod only occasionally.



THE SALE room is bright—lit for cameras already—empty but for the staff setting up: specialists, client relations people, and the porters in their black aprons and white shirts. Pictures, lots in the sale, line the walls. Behind the podium at which the phone bidders will stand hangs a large Gerhard Richter abstract, all metal and air and hurry.

Martin takes a breath, enjoys the emptiness of the space, the readiness.

He goes over to claim a position at the phone bidding desk, unfolds the piece of paper on which is noted the phone number of the client he will be bidding for and the lots that the client would like to follow. The client is after two more minor works: a Cy Twombly sketch and an Anish Kapoor sculpture. That is why Martin and not a more senior member of staff or a private dealer has been assigned to offer on the pieces. Still, both will sell for many multiples of Martin’s annual salary. Earlier, Martin could have used the house database to link this customer number to an actual identity. He chose not to, however, sensing this would be a distraction, a source of unnecessary pressure. It is useful, anyway, not to prejudge a client’s resources, but to leave them to demonstrate their wealth in the only way that matters: by placing a successful bid.



THE DOORS of the auction room open to admit the punters, who come in carrying their conversations with them, taking time to seat themselves, an effort to observe the room concealed behind their casual talk. The specialists stand ready at their desks, the large white phones they will use to dial out to clients in front of them. The Internet people are tapping at laptops on a podium to the left of the block. Everyone is well-dressed. Among the younger staff there are hints of those already trying to distinguish themselves sartorially by leaning into the eccentricities of an expert: red socks, a colorful pocket square, a striking brooch. The porters stand with their hands clasped in front of them, blank passport-photo faces: the handsome children of good families with degrees from the best universities in the country waiting only to heft pictures. This is all a key part of the sale, of course: the superfluity, the sense projected in every possible respect of elegant casualness, of easy underuse.

Up above the hall, Martin knows, a handful of bidders are being shown into private booths, where they can watch the auction from behind smoked glass. The cameras in the corners of the sale room will transmit video of the proceedings to another smaller room in which those unable to fit into the main space will watch the auction play out on flat-screen TVs. The stream will be transmitted out over the Internet, available to anyone who wants to tune in to follow the pictures sold, to watch the prices ascending on the ticker behind Julian.

Many of the punters are quieter now, whispering if they talk at all. There is an anxiety in the air that is not unwelcome. People do not come to this room solely to acquire artworks, but also for the chase, the outmaneuvering of others, the zero-sum game.

Julian enters the hall through a door behind the block, and the hum of the crowd falls away completely.

Martin spots Marina in the middle of the rows of chairs. She sits straight, Gorelov next to her. Gorelov lifts up and examines his paddle very carefully. There is a resoluteness about the man that is compelling. Marina seems to watch him from the corner of her eye.



JULIAN REACHES the block, takes out some notes from a leather satchel, places them down. He takes his time. He is careful, performing already. It is not easy for a salesman to bear himself completely without apology. Julian’s first remarks are firm, steady. Martin is a believer in atmosphere, in small actions that make or destroy a night, and he already feels that this night is going well. Julian indicates the first lot on the right wall of the auction room, which is a Christopher Wool work on paper: a smaller offering to draw the room in. The word spokesman is spelled out in stenciled letters, broken, running across three lines, chopped into arresting incoherence. Julian sets off the bidding at £300,000, raises the price in increments of £50,000. His gaze is steady and concentrated. The number appears on the projector screen to his right, beneath it other currencies—the dollar, the euro, the yen, the renminbi, and the ruble—churning along.

Every auctioneer is a self-caricature at the block, and in front of the room Julian is erudite, impatient, and slightly blunt. “Are you bidding, or are you not bidding?” he says to Henry, as Henry’s phone bidder seems to hesitate. He looks over his glasses at the room. He sends his arms out ahead of him to acknowledge bids from the floor, like a man swimming a slow front crawl. He takes the piece easily above its reserve.

The Wool sells to a phone bidder represented by Ella, the Chinese market specialist, who is working three phones from the middle of the desk.

A Hockney watercolor comes and goes, a small Warhol painting of a dollar sign, a Wade Guyton, a Jeff Wall photograph. Some punters hold catalogues on their knees, noting down the price of each lot as it sells. It’s good sport to predict the realized prices. Martin himself has played this game as an observer, enjoyed the brief sensation of omniscience born of seeing a piece go for what he’d guessed.



MARTIN CALLS his client before the Twombly sketch is on the block. The man who picks up the phone has an American accent. He is inside a vehicle. Martin hears shaking metal, the rumble of tires on a road.

Martin clarifies the sum the man is prepared to pay. He waits for the previous lot, the Ed Ruscha, to finish. Philpot has his arm up in the middle of the room, but the price churns up ceaselessly until the lot is fought only between Ella’s client and Beaufort. They swap the leading bid until, at £1.5 million, the dealer slumps back into his chair and the hammer comes down on Ella’s offer.

There is a murmur in the room. The auction is surpassing expectations, a sense rising in those present that this could be a significant night, the kind of sale noted in the popular press tomorrow.

When the Twombly starts, Martin can’t get in a single bid before it is beyond his client’s maximum. The action in the hall is so quick. He asks if the man wants to raise his offer, but the lot is rising further away from them as Martin is posing the question. He makes his apologies as the price passes half a million.

Ella takes the Twombly, and then three of the next five pieces. In intervals between the lots, punters on the floor lean together, speculating as to the identity of the client she is working for, trying to find a line of taste in the pieces bought. They are blue-chip works, hard to gauge a particular sensibility from. Perhaps it is just an art investment fund, the acquisitions made upon the advice of a few experts, money buying money. Even in this, though, there is some conflicted excitement on the part of the art community, as in a village at which mining prospectors have arrived, confirming suspicions the locals have long held about the unique value of their land.



THE ELEVENTH lot—a small, uncharacteristic Anselm Kiefer—doesn’t sell. Julian doesn’t push it, however, but lets it go, placing the hammer down quietly on its side. The room gains more energy from this, if anything. The next lot goes for more than its high estimate.

Martin calls the client again. Something goes wrong in the middle of the process. “The number you have dialed has not been recognized,” says the message. In the desire to not have the man waiting on the line, Martin has left the call later than he should have. On the second attempt, the phone rings eight times before the client answers. Martin, flustered, explains that lot fifteen is about to begin.

“Yes, yes,” says the man.

Julian is drawing clients through the bidding on item fourteen, and already the pace of that sale has tailed off.

The item Martin is to bid on is an Anish Kapoor sculpture: a giant metal disc, like a satellite dish, that is to be hung on the wall. It is buffed to a mirrored finish, the surface divided into inch-wide octagons, which break any reflection that falls upon it to incoherence, like a pixelated image. It is a fantastic piece, Martin thinks: double in the way of great works. The object and the image that object creates. The play of them both. A thing that cannot be examined without meeting one’s own reflection.

The previous lot is finished. A pause as the room absorbs this, a rising giddiness out there. “How much would you like to bid?” says Martin.

“This thing will appreciate, right?” says the man.

Martin hedges: “I wouldn’t like to speculate. But this is a blue-chip work, from a blue-chip artist. He is represented in major museums, famous collections—”

“He did the twisty sculpture for the London Olympics?”

“Yes.”

A picture of the Kapoor looms upon the screen, like a cold planet.

“What is that called, that Olympics sculpture?”

“The ArcelorMittal Orbit, I believe.”

“Right.”

“I will start the bidding at five hundred thousand pounds,” says Julian.

“Go to two and a half,” says the man.

Julian begins. He moves in increments of £50,000.

Beaufort is bidding. Martin looks to his left to see Ella talking earnestly into her phone, her right hand twitching at her side. Bids come through from the Internet. Martin gets his hand up at £1.1 million, holds it for a moment.

The leading bid is taken back by a man in the middle of the room. Martin has never bid more than a million on anyone’s behalf. He talks rapidly into the receiver, describing the progress of the sale.

At £1.8 million, Julian takes another of Martin’s bids.

It is important for experts to know their place, to facilitate, to advise humbly. There are paintings that come through the storerooms again and again, stamped with the house’s brand from previous sales, and it is tempting to feel that some acquisitions are wasted on their buyers, valued more by those who sell them, those who’ve known them over decades. Though covetousness in an expert is never befitting. This is a point held to with pride by Martin’s superiors. Yet putting his hand up at £2.2 million, Martin senses that whatever their denials, his bosses must sometimes feel, as he does now, an illicit thrill to take part in an acquisition, to join in the lavish, potlatch spectacle.

He holds the top bid for a time. Julian looks around. “Do I have two-point-three?”

A paddle goes up, eventually, in the middle of the room. Then another, behind that. It’s Gorelov. He raises his paddle in the air patiently. Marina tracks her husband’s movement with a very slight turn of her head: a complicated spousal glance, Martin thinks. He loses himself for a moment, is brought back by Julian saying, “Two-point-five? Two million, five hundred thousand?”

Martin puts up his hand, says, “Yes.”

Julian turns. “Martin. I have two-point-five from Martin.”

“We have it at two-point-five,” says Martin to the man on the phone.

Meanwhile, Julian waits on £2.6 million, gets it from Gorelov.

“Do you want to raise your maximum?” Martin says.

Julian is looking at Martin.

Martin gestures to show that he is awaiting an answer. Julian takes the hint, makes some remarks about the Kapoor to the crowd.

“Two-point-seven,” says the client on the phone.

“Yes,” says Martin. He raises a hand.

The woman in the front row takes two-point-eight.

“Do you want to bid two-point-nine?” says Martin into the receiver.

“I need to check something,” says the client. There is a buzz, the rustle of movement. Don’t cut out, Martin thinks. He feels the eyes of the room on him. He realizes that he is no longer nervous.

“This is a wonderful piece in the artist’s catalogue,” says Julian to the room, stalling.

Another rustling on the end of the line. “Okay,” says the man.

“Two-point-nine,” says Martin firmly. Julian smiles.

“Three million?” says Julian. The woman shakes her head. Julian looks around the room.

Gorelov has not bid again, and for a moment, ascertaining this, Martin’s eye catches the gaze of Marina, who along with much of the room has been watching him. The telephone receiver is damp with the sweat of Martin’s hand. Julian points at him, strikes the gavel off the block. The picture of the item disappears from the screen.

Just like that—£2.9 million. Martin imagines it all physicalized, the sheer ridiculous extent: the oily tang of notes, the grub of so much currency. He feels he can taste it in his mouth.

“You won,” Martin says to the client. “Congratulations.” His voice is not quite his own.

“Great.”

“It is a fantastic sculpture,” says Martin.

“Yes,” the client says. “Yes. Yes.”

“It’s a great work,” says Martin again.

“Yes.”

Martin cannot take the client with him in his enthusiasm. Don’t force it, he thinks. He consults his notes. Reads through the formalities to be worked out when the auction has concluded. He puts down the phone. He is giddy. He feels the energy of the room to have been raised further. The punters look alert, even this far into the sale. They watch Julian like children at a puppet show.



THE HEADLINE lot of the night is a Basquiat, titled Hannibal. The canvas is painted orange, drawn across a spiky homemade stretcher, motifs and words scratched over it, overlapping. In the bottom right corner, a skull-like head stands out, highlighted in blue. In the top left is Basquiat’s signature crown.

There is all sorts of high-flown analysis in the catalogue, as Martin knows, having assisted Julian in his drafting of the text. You could look at it and talk of Picasso, and African art, and the early graffiti scene of New York City. Yet that would miss the main fact, which is that it is, as Julian said, examining the picture for the first time in the storeroom, “a fucking great painting.” It is luminous and raw, a picture that creates its own terms of success, that invents itself before you.

Martin knows, as the porters carry the painting up to the block, gripping it with their white gloves, that it is going to sell well.

And it does. It starts at £3 million, and breaks the high estimate of £4.5 million easily. Julian raises the bids in increments with which one could buy a house. Martin looks at the painting, and back to his boss, who is tracking the movement of the crowd before him, reaching out a hand to acknowledge a bid, closing his fingers and drawing back.

The picture makes five and then six, and still the bids show no sign of slowing. Gorelov and another man are going for it in the middle of the hall, and a third person bids through Ella’s phone line.

That this should be a thing of such value is thrilling to Martin: this artifact of a lost New York, this piece of wounded weirdness. Martin’s mother would call the success of this picture tokenistic. She’d say that the work represents nothing more to these people than any other luxury good. And yet, Martin has met clients such as these, knows them at least to be skeptical when it comes to claims of value. And this homemade bundle of sticks and canvas, acrylic paint and scraps of paper has what value? What value beyond what the conjunction of these items presumes to do? Which is—excuse Martin for being too sincere—to tell a tale about what it is like to be a human being.

The price passes £7 million.

Ella is calling out more loudly, speaking sharply into the phone, snapping a finger to indicate a bid. There is a sense out on the floor that the auction is justifying itself, Martin thinks, that there is nowhere in the city that it would be better to be tonight.

The fact is that Martin never stopped believing any of the truths of his parents, but just wearied. Wearied of recycling, and boycotting Nestlé, and hoping that one day the British public would turn against a cynical tabloid culture. He got tired of losing, of the sense that integrity inhered in standing outside an important building with a placard and a flask of tea.

And yet there are places in the culture where humanity is celebrated. Where the complexity and strangeness of life is acknowledged. These works challenge. These works may be understood only in snatches. They solve nothing, maybe. But they exist. They speak of other worlds, of life on other terms. Ella snaps her fingers again, and in the middle of the room Gorelov slowly raises his hand. Martin imagines his mother’s response to all this. “It’s a feeding frenzy,” he can almost hear her saying. Within himself, he tells her that this is the market trying to understand its limits. “This hysteria?” he imagines his mother asking, exasperated. Yes, he thinks. This is money confronted by something beyond itself. Would she prefer the market to never be confounded?

Julian acknowledges Gorelov’s bid, grasping the air, drawing his closed fist back toward him. Ella snaps her fingers. The man raises his heavy arm again.

The picture goes past £8.5 million. The bids, slowing now, push it toward nine. Julian is delivering his patter with a wryness. He doesn’t disguise his surprise, his sense that such resolve on the part of the bidders is a little ridiculous. Nor does he disguise his pleasure in it, though. You’ll regret this tomorrow, his smile seems to say, and that is, of course, perfect, because what surer sign is there that you are having a good time? He draws his hand down from the air, points it to a dealer in the fourth row from the front. He draws the other hand up, the finger already pointed. He is looking out for the next bid, holding an upraised finger in the air in front of him, ready to bring it down above Gorelov, as if he knows the oligarch’s thoughts before Gorelov himself does. It comes refreshed to Martin as he watches: this is what he wants to do. He wants to stand up there and do that.

Marina looks at her husband. He sits there solidly.

Julian waits, his finger still raised, smiling. Something about that smile makes the crowd laugh, giddied and euphoric.

The man’s hand comes up.
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OUTSIDE THE auction house, the street is quiet. They stayed late, settling the business of the picture, and now Oleg feels he is emerging onto a different pavement from the one he alighted to three hours previously. The boutique next door to the auction house is dark, an alarm system blinking within, behind the shadowed profiles of mannequins. The traffic on the road is sparse: a couple of taxis, a white van. Down the road a handful of people are traversing the pedestrian crossing, shouting back to someone following them. The bars and clubs and fancy restaurants are not far away from here. Oleg has spent enough time in this part of the city late at night, though his desire for all that is limited these days. His stomach doesn’t feel totally right tonight. Quiet streets always unnerve him, the stillness seeming like a prelude to drama. He glances around to locate Marina, who has been talking to a girl from school whom she bumped into on her way out of the auction hall. Nearby, Victor has started up the car in anticipation of their departure. This area, with its designer clothes shops, was the hunting ground of Katya, Oleg’s ex-wife. He accompanied her occasionally then, when this was all new, when there was some pleasure to be had in taking out his card, working to shock those shop assistants, forcing through sheer excess a change in their pinched expressions.

He steps a pace toward Marina, reneges on his internal vow of patience. She gives him a glance that says, Just one moment. She puts an arm out to grasp the elbow of the woman she is talking to, beginning a complex choreography of good-byes.



IN THE car, after they have set off, Marina says, “We’re going where?”

“Home,” he says. “Of course.”

“In times past, you would want to go out after this,” she says, “to lavishly celebrate your new picture.” Her Russian can still be jarringly antique, even now: that of the old novels she read as a teenager.

“And you would have liked that?” Sometimes he feels that his slowing down is infuriating her, as if his abandonment of old habits has left her nothing to push against.

She says nothing. She leans toward the window. Streetlights play into the vehicle. Her hands in her lap clasp and unclasp.

They’ve barely moved since they set off: they crawl through traffic just yards from the auction house. He could walk home quicker than this. He speaks in a raised voice: “Is the horn broken?” Victor’s eyes in the mirror meet his own. An apology, then, and the horn. A surprised pedestrian steps back as she waits at the crossing. He feels the heat of Marina’s glare on the side of his face.

They move unsteadily northwest, across Oxford Street, pedestrians peering at the tinted windows of the car as they creep by. He reaches a hand to the back of his collar and massages his own neck. He moves his head sideways and something clicks horribly. Marina looks up from scrolling her phone and says, “Ruslan is dead.”

“Dead?” he says.

“Heart attack, it says.”

“Oh.”

She’s watching him carefully. “You think…?”

“I don’t know.”

Ruslan was another expat Russian, who made his fortune in car dealerships. A bad industry, which Oleg steered clear of. The man had enemies, of course. Yet it’s a surprise. Oleg saw Ruslan at some charity event only a couple of months ago. Oleg speaks firmly, trying to convince himself: “It can happen at his age, a heart attack.”

“Of course,” Marina says.

“The simple answer is the best, no?” Oleg recalls a vague rumor from a year back that the man was winding people up in Moscow, not quite playing the game. Still, this would be a lot. This would be an intensification.

Marina is still looking at him. “Are you sure?” she says. “It seems suspicious.”

He says, “People die all the time for ordinary reasons.”

Marina watches him warily.

“Anyway,” he says, “I take precautions. You know this. I take my medicine when I’m told to.”



AT THE house, Marina gets out. Victor opens the other door for Oleg. She is starting toward the steps already.

“I’ll go to the country house,” he says as he emerges from the car. “It’s quieter there. Perhaps I will sleep.” Also, he thinks, the city makes him uneasy tonight.

She looks back at him, and he catches it: a moment of relief on her part. He doesn’t begrudge her this, though it saddens him. She is doing her best to look concerned, though she doesn’t move back toward him. “If you really think it’ll help,” she says.

“I do,” he snaps. “That’s why I say it.” He climbs back into the vehicle. He wonders at that impulse in him to sour things so readily.

“The world keeps on running happily when you sleep,” she says. “Remember that. Okay?” It is a sharp little joke, and the reciprocity of it relieves him.

He nods. Victor closes the door behind him. Carla, the housekeeper, greets Marina at the threshold, silhouetted by the warm light of the hall. Oleg experiences a twinge of doubt. Perhaps he should stay. Yet Victor has started to drive. The windows of the homes in the square are predominantly dark. They negotiate the tight streets, passing showrooms, closed-up restaurants.

In the outskirts of London, Oleg thinks of Ruslan, imagines the man falling facedown in a gaudy living room. He was that kind of man, Ruslan. Bad teeth. Never got them fixed, however much money he made. He was a big fan of prostitutes, lived like it was still 1995, as far as Oleg could tell. He was heedless, incautious, and whether it was his health or his political judgment that failed him, it all amounts to the same thing, Oleg thinks. Yes. A particular case, he tells himself. No need to brood on it tonight. This evening was a success. He thinks of his picture. The price. Did he get carried away? He recalls talking to the auctioneer afterward; the man’s congratulations were delivered as if Oleg had actually achieved something, as if in exceeding the high valuation of the picture he had exhibited truly superlative taste. A funny man, whose politeness seems to have some structure behind it, some game of his that he is inflicting. He wore a Breguet—vintage, sixties, of a value clear only to those who know about such things.

They pass down a short high street, all of the shops closed but for a minicab business where two fat men sit in padded chairs, backlit, looking out of the window, watching vehicles pass. He thinks of his father. The impatient waiting of unlucky men.

Still, the Basquiat is marvelous. He’s not insensitive to that. Such fucking energy. Young man’s energy. He’s buying it, of course, because he no longer has such energy himself. Yet who—in these days of eternal weariness, of pausing on the staircase to catch his breath, of kneading at his flaccid dick—who could begrudge him that?

They are speeding up again now. Out in the countryside. Hedges. Trees overhanging the tarmac. Some leaves fallen onto the road, squashed down by tires. Autumn held off for now, but ready to come down like a curtain.

They are chasing him these days, the auction people. The dealers also try so hard to talk to him. Still, he will not forget that snootiness he first encountered. He never got a decent deal from those who did private sales, and yet on the auction floor he could always buy what he wanted. A thin victory, perhaps, but a victory nonetheless. With those first acquisitions he played into their perception of him, used what he had—his money—and made himself vulgar for them. And yet here is the thing about cash: people want it. The man thought to be greedy is supposed only to hold a fault common to all. Yes, he is acquisitive, but so is everyone else. His money, his barbaric money, keeps this world running as it does.

He moves his head closer to the window and looks up. The moon is thin tonight, the sky very dark. Fuck them, he thinks. What does he care what they thought of him then, what they think of him now?

Victor’s eyes meet his in the mirror: checking on him. A large truck comes by the other way, taking a shortcut on this smaller road, delivering some essential to the city for tomorrow morning: bread or fruit or dairy. The car sways a little with the air pounded toward it by the larger vehicle.

Marina is probably in bed now. She liked the picture. She said nothing about the price, did not look at him as she did when he bought that kitsch Murakami sculpture. That means something. Even if she is unbearable sometimes, she is acute. Acuity is her primary virtue and fault. Her work each day is making up lies and exaggerations for her employer, and yet at home she batters him with her relentless truths.

The picture is wonderful, he tells himself. There is nothing more to be said about it. The road is like a tunnel now: tall hedges by the sides, just the headlights tracing the tarmac. He leaves his concern about the money he spent right there, on the anonymous lane. The picture is great. The right choice. The right direction. The picture is just what he needs.
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MARTIN LEAVES the house late, delayed by the usual postauction things—the press releases, the tying up of business, the glad-handing of clients.

He walks along quiet pavements to Bond Street station. He arrives down at the platform just as his train pulls in, breaks into the funny half-run one does to hurry in a city. He gets into the carriage before the doors close behind him and the train moves, the station stuttering and blurring and then darkness and the faintest glimpse of the wires running along the walls of the tunnel, going up and down like a sound wave.



AT HOME, Martin kicks the door where it jams against the warped doorframe. The flat is a basement, christened Château Shin by James in honor of the legs they see striding by the front window.

James is on the sofa, a Penguin classic and a glass of wine on the coffee table in front of him, his laptop open on his knees. Martin can smell a hint of smoke in the air, though it’s agreed between them that James should smoke outside. Martin decides not to mention this. James puts his laptop on the table, lies back, looks at Martin standing in the doorway.

“Congratulations,” James says.

“Thanks,” says Martin. “You followed it?”

James nods.

“Crazy, eh?”

“I was thinking of going to the pub to watch,” says James, “but I found a couple of decent online streams.”

Martin suffers a second’s confusion before realizing that his friend is talking not about the auction but about the midweek football and their fantasy teams. He tries to mask his curtailed satisfaction at James’s unlikely interest in his work. “How many points did I get?” he says.

“You destroyed me,” says James. “Even John Terry got a goal.”

James and Martin grew up together. James lived next door in the big house. He’s one of the people for whom Martin’s childhood needs no explanation. They could talk about that—about the gardens, the neighbors, the suspicion with which the other kids at school viewed them—but they do not. They talk about football, their liking for which is doubtless part compensation for the strangeness of their background.

“How was work?” says Martin.

James shrugs without taking his eyes from the screen. He plays the piano by the hour. For the past week he’s been playing in Westfield Mall, in the window of the Burberry store. “The shop manager asked if I could play ‘something like James Bond music,’ ” he says. “What the fuck is ‘James Bond music’?”

“I have no clue,” says Martin.

“It’s a good commute,” says James. “I suppose.”

He still wears his dinner jacket from his day’s playing, the bow tie off, the buttons of his shirt undone. Because of work, it’s James’s most common outfit. The suit has acquired an oily sheen through persistent use. James’s contention is that it has begun to wash itself, “like hair does.”

Martin goes into the kitchen. There is a jumble of dishes in the sink. He opens the fridge and inventories: some shriveled tomatoes; a jar of peanut butter; a bottle of ketchup, emptied but replaced in the refrigerator for some reason; a tiny jar of anchovies, the salt scum around the top gray.

“Have you eaten?” he calls.

“No.”

“Are you hungry?”

James pauses, as if the possibility has only then occurred to him, as if he must consult within himself. “Yes,” he says slowly. “Pretty hungry.” James’s skinniness is more a product of omission than restraint. He will eat ravenously when he does eat, but between those times he’ll skip meals for want of the motivation to feed himself.

“I’m going to go and get something,” says Martin. “You want to come?”

“Give me a minute to get dressed down.”

At Huntley Hall, the sound of James’s piano leaked through the gaps in the stonework and the blocked-up doorways between their homes for three hours each night. They’d play football on the lawn together before James’s parents got home. Then James got his scholarship and went to boarding school and Martin would only see him in the summer holidays and the odd weekend when James didn’t have a recital. James came back home for his last year of school. Things weren’t going well at Millfield. A freak-out. A friend’s suicide. At the local comprehensive school in town, which Martin had attended all the while, no one knew what to make of James: a wan, solitary kid, with no embarrassment about that solitude. He smoked roll-ups already. He sat on the steps outside the gym and read Merleau-Ponty. He seldom spoke in class, not for lacking the confidence to do so, because he could talk to adults as one of them, but out of a cool indifference which even the teachers chose not to challenge.

The book on the cup-ringed coffee table is a tattered anthology. The New Poetry. For such a regular reader, James returns to the same books so often. A limited circulation. A nest made of things close to hand. James comes out of his room, throws his keys into the air but fails to catch them, kicks them across the carpet, and then picks them up again as he follows Martin out the door.

In the last months before they left school, James rallied academically, became again the boy to whom Martin had been compared unfavorably by his mother. He stayed behind after classes to talk to teachers. He sat in the library through lunch. He got an offer of a university place at York, as Martin happened to also, and then, come summer, he got three As in his A-levels. When he collected his exam results, teachers asked him whether he shouldn’t revise his aspirations, take a gap year and a shot at Oxbridge. He grinned and refused. The other way James seemed grown-up was that he had a serious girlfriend. Marina came to visit Huntley Hall that summer: a slender Russian girl, who walked confidently, and like James talked easily to adults, and seemed to enjoy her visit. She helped in the garden. She and James took long walks. Martin asked her, shyly, what she was doing next year, and her answer explained James’s grin when he picked up that envelope of his A-level grades. “The same as you,” she said. “Going to York.”

They eat in a Turkish place. The restaurant is a standard after-hours stop, a location for banter and loudness and pub business unfinished, but for now it’s quiet. The men behind the counter work slowly, sawing slivers from the rotating elephant legs of kebab meat, preparing for the rush. Martin and James sit at a table in the window. James eats a kebab with a knife and fork, some contrariness in the care with which he goes about it. Martin lifts his own pita, and the thing crumples. A rivulet of grease and garlic sauce flows across his palm, begins to make its way down his wrist. He puts the mess down, sets to work plucking napkins from the dispenser, cleaning his hands.

“You remember Istanbul Grill?” says Martin.

“Sure,” says James.

“We went there, like, three times a week when we were students.”

“Yes.”

Martin has been letting himself talk, thinking only glancingly of his aim, which, he now reflects, is what? To lead the conversation to Marina, he supposes. To approach the subject softly.

James knows she is married to a rich Russian man now, knows, presumably, that her husband collects art and so might cross Martin’s path. Yet they haven’t discussed this, and it feels daunting now to speak of it.

“It’s funny,” says Martin. “Tonight, at the auction…”

James’s expression changes. He looks suddenly and unguardedly severe. Does he anticipate what Martin will say? He’s been hunched over his meal, but he draws himself up now. He exhales heavily through his nose. Martin has paused, and his friend now prompts him: “At the auction?”

Martin can’t do it. Not now, at least. He says, “A Basquiat painting went for ten million.”

“Right.”

“It’s just funny that people spend that kind of money.”

“Yes,” says James. He raises his eyebrows to assent. Martin feels relief, though it’s wounding that James accepts this invented banality as something Martin might have wanted to exclaim over.



JAMES TAKES out a roll-up when they’re outside, gets out his lighter. He takes a prolonged look at Martin. There’s a wind on the street now. The hiss of the Westway in the distance. He holds his cigarette with his thumb and forefinger, the rest of his hand shielded around it. His hair is blowing around as he hunches into the task. What would Marina think? Martin wonders. James has been the same for so many years now, but for the smallest signs of aging: his hair retreating above his temples a little, his face pinching a bit, a tiredness around the eyes. Contemplating him now, Martin wonders whether this aging doesn’t change some crucial aspect of his look, however; whether the scruffiness, the apparent indifference to clothes, which previously served to underline James’s handsomeness, has now flattened into nothing more than dishevelment. The cigarette catches. James pulls on it. He straightens. He blows out smoke. “Let’s do things backwards,” he says.

“Backwards?” says Martin.

“A kebab and then a pint.”

“I’m working tomorrow,” says Martin.

“Of course,” says James. “If you’re going to have a hangover, why not get paid while you’re having it?”

“A pint, you said. Who said anything about a hangover?”

James shrugs. “It’s a good night for you. Your place sold all of those pictures.” He drags hard on the cigarette again. “You need to enjoy it.”

Martin looks at his friend. “Okay,” he says.

The night eats itself then, as James seems to wish it to. Martin doesn’t deny him this. James can be infuriating, but the thing Martin always credits him with is a sincerity, a neediness that churns along beneath all of James’s playacting and manners.

They spend a little over an hour squashed into the pub, drinking lagers and then whiskies. James, voluble, emphatic: chafing at the edge of what those around them will tolerate. His is an earnestness that reads, sometimes, like irony. His conversation tends to drift toward a cleverness that puts people on edge. James rolls a cigarette and puts it behind his ear. He rolls another, and then another.

The two of them walk to a different place, which is closing up as they arrive. They go back to the first bar, which in their absence has ceased to admit people and is beginning to shut down. James remonstrates with the bouncer, mentions Wittgenstein for no apparent reason. Then they are back on the street, tramping home, James stopping to examine a bookcase that someone has left out on the curb.

The flat, then. The sticky door. A smell of dampness, of earth, ever present in these basements, gouged beneath the shallow foundations of the Edwardian grid. The sofa with its linen throw over it. The lamp with its wonky shade. The chipboard Ikea coffee table.

James and Martin were living together when James’s relationship with Marina fell apart. It was the third year of university. They lived in a two-bedroom flat in a terraced house divided into three. It happened early in the year, and Martin remembers standing in the kitchen feeling a new light thrown on everything around him. Martin never felt that he could tease out the specifics of the breakup. A mutual friend said that Marina had gotten together with someone else, but that had never seemed a likely explanation. Marina and James were wearyingly proud of their frankness, and infidelity seemed to Martin more likely to be a consequence than a cause of their breakup. At the time, he could sense the view of the apartment altering through James’s eyes. No more Marina sitting at the table in the early evening. A coconut shampoo removed from the bathroom. An electric heater—bought because she felt the cold—now an artifact of a particular kind of winter that wouldn’t come.

James stopped playing. Martin no longer witnessed that strange morning sight: James in the living room hunched over his digital piano, insect-like, all elbows and shoulders, headphones on, and pressing into the keys with such vigor that the keyboard, though transmitting only through the headphones, still creaked and clicked and shuddered with a peculiar and sometimes pleasing rhythm.

“It was a vehicle,” James said when he stopped. He’d played the past years to get him through university, he said, and because it was expected by Marina. In his accounting, he reverted to an adolescent grandiosity of the kind that a few years before had so impressed Martin: he’d known at seventeen that he wasn’t going to make it, James said, and so he’d merely gone through the motions after that. There was nobility still, he argued, in making up the numbers, being the background to those who would be truly great. After Marina broke with him, he pushed the piano into the corner of the room, behind the door. He did just enough that year (or perhaps little enough, because Martin suspected there was some pride in his decline) to scrape a third-class degree.

James sits heavily on the sofa, his eyes drunk. He looks at the coffee table in front of him. “That’s the best-selling item of furniture of all time,” he says, indicating the table. “There have been more feet on this type of table than any in history. Think where it’s been.” He waves his hands. “It’s been in palaces, prisons, murder scenes. You want to sell something significant at your auction house? This is significant.”

“We look for a different kind of significance,” says Martin.

“Scarcity,” says James. “I know. Scarcity. Originality. A vanguard form.”

He scratches the side of his head, and in doing so dislodges a cigarette from behind his ear, which tumbles onto the sofa and which he regards for a slow second and then picks up, inordinately satisfied, and lights.
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